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Confronting Avoidance-Based
Fear

Understanding and Addressing Avoidance in Recovery
Understanding Fear in Recovery
Topic Studies - The Recovery Files

In this workbook: key ideas, reading, worksheet.

The topic's scored self-assessment is in the app.
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KEY IDEAS

The Deceptive Nature of Avoidance

When Protection Becomes Prison

Avoidance often presents itself as reasonable, logical, and even prudent. The mind creates
compelling justifications that make avoiding uncomfortable recovery activities seem like self-care
rather than self-sabotage.

Over time, these small decisions to avoid discomfort compound, creating a narrowing path that
limits growth and increases relapse vulnerability.

The Seven Dimensions of Avoidance

Recognizing How Avoidance Operates
1

Recovery Participation
Creating distance from core activities
2

Emotional Avoidance
Evading difficult feelings

3

Interpersonal Avoidance
Preventing authentic connection
4

Growth Opportunity
Sidestepping expansion chances
5

Feedback Avoidance
Blocking reality-checking input
6

Internal Work

Skipping deeper examination

7

Lifestyle Integration

Compartmentalizing recovery
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Recovery Participation Avoidance

Creating Distance from Core Activities

This involves sidestepping full engagement with recovery programs, meetings, or
communities—gradually eroding your recovery foundation.

X Skipping meetings where you might share vulnerably
X Arriving late or leaving early to minimize participation
X Choosing path of least resistance in recovery settings
X Making excuses when feeling vulnerable

X Physical presence but psychological absence
Emotional & Interpersonal Avoidance

Evading Feelings and Authentic Connection

Emotional Avoidance

Evading difficult feelings that naturally arise in recovery.

e X Constant busyness to prevent awareness
e X Intellectualizing instead of experiencing
e X Using distractions to escape feelings

Interpersonal Avoidance

Creating distance to prevent vulnerability and accountability.

e X Withholding significant information
e X Superficial conversations only
e X Avoiding one-on-one connections

The Compounding Cost

What We Lose Through Avoidance

Avoidance Creates:

Eroded foundation

Limited emotional skills
Compromised authenticity
Narrow recovery path
Prevented growth

Shallow transformation
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The Path to Courage

Transforming Avoidance into Approach

Building Approach Capacity

Cultivate Awareness: Notice when creating excuses to avoid
Develop Motivation: Connect discomfort with values and goals
Practice Gradual Exposure: Face smaller discomforts first
Utilize Support: Ask for help and accountability

Build Distress Tolerance: Practice sitting with discomfort

Between the avoidance urge and your response lies a space of choice—that pause is where
freedom lives.
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CORE READING
Confronting Avoidance-Based Fear

Understanding and Addressing Avoidance in Recovery
Understanding Avoidance-Based Fear

What It Is

Avoidance-based fear manifests as sidestepping uncomfortable but necessary aspects of
recovery. While avoidance provides temporary relief, it prevents growth and reinforces fear in the
long term.

This pattern often appears subtle and reasonable in the moment but compounds over time to
undermine recovery progress.

Common Manifestations

« Skipping meetings where you might need to share vulnerably

e Creating logical-sounding excuses to avoid recovery commitments
e Procrastinating on recommended recovery actions

« Staying in comfort zones that limit growth potential

e Using busyness to avoid deeper recovery work

Recovery Participation Avoidance

Recovery participation avoidance involves creating distance from the core activities that support
sustained recovery. This dimension focuses on how individuals may sidestep full engagement
with recovery programs, meetings, or communities.

e Skipping vulnerable meetings

» Arriving late or leaving early

e Choosing path of least resistance

« Making excuses when vulnerable

« Physical presence, psychological absence

Emotional Avoidance

Emotional avoidance centers on evasion of difficult feelings that naturally arise in recovery. After
using substances to manage emotions, developing healthier emotional responses requires facing
rather than escaping uncomfortable feelings.

How It Manifests

« Keeping constantly busy to prevent emotional awareness

« Intellectualizing recovery rather than experiencing it emotionally

« Using work, entertainment, or distractions to escape feelings

« Changing subjects when conversations approach emotional territory
» Focusing on others' issues to avoid examining personal struggles

Interpersonal Avoidance
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Interpersonal avoidance involves creating distance in recovery relationships to prevent
vulnerability, accountability, and authentic connection. While appearing engaged socially,
individuals may maintain barriers that prevent meaningful support.

Warning Signs

e Withholding significant information from recovery supports

« Minimizing struggles when speaking with sponsors or peers
« Avoiding asking for help even when recognizing its necessity
« Maintaining superficial conversations

« Creating reasons to avoid one-on-one interactions

Growth, Feedback, and Internal Work Avoidance

Growth Opportunity Avoidance

Declining service positions, avoiding new approaches, resisting diversification, maintaining fixed
routines

Feedback Avoidance

Becoming defensive, avoiding challenging perspectives, dismissing suggestions, rationalizing
behavior

Internal Work Avoidance

Procrastinating assignments, superficial inventory, rushing through steps, postponing amends

Lifestyle Integration Avoidance

Lifestyle integration avoidance involves compartmentalizing recovery rather than allowing its
principles and practices to permeate all life domains.

Common Manifestations

« Maintaining strict separation between recovery and other life aspects
« Avoiding application of principles to work or family situations

» Hesitating to disclose recovery status when appropriate

« Keeping recovery and regular friends completely separate

« Omitting recovery perspectives from major life decisions

The Cost of Avoidance

Eroded Recovery Foundation

Gradually disconnects from vital support systems

Limited Emotional Development

Prevents crucial distress tolerance skills

Compromised Authenticity

Maintains barriers to meaningful support
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Narrow Recovery Path

Limits richness and resilience of long-term recovery

Prevented Course Corrections

Blocks essential reality-checking

Shallow Transformation

Creates recovery that looks appropriate but lacks depth

Recovery Compartmentalization
Prevents holistic life approach

From Avoidance to Approach

The path forward isn't about eliminating avoidance urges, which would be both impossible and
unnecessary. These urges themselves aren't the problem; it's our habitual responses to them that
determine their impact on recovery.

The goal is developing awareness to recognize avoidance patterns, tools to respond effectively,
and perspective to see discomfort as a potential gateway to growth.

Building Approach Motivation

« Remind yourself of benefits of facing uncomfortable situations
« Connect difficult activities with core values and goals

e Celebrate instances of choosing approach over avoidance

» Visualize positive outcomes from facing challenges

e Practice gradual exposure to build confidence
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WORKSHEET

Avoidance-Based Fear Worksheet

Self-Reflection & Personalized Avoidance Mapping

Self-Reflection Questions

Explore your unique avoidance landscape and develop deeper understanding of how avoidance
operates in your recovery.

Understanding Your Avoidance Landscape

1. Which category of avoidance (recovery participation, emotional, interpersonal, etc.) affects you
most powerfully, and why do you think that is?

2. What specific avoidance patterns have you noticed that don't seem to fit neatly into any
category or that surprise you with their subtlety?

3. How have your avoidance patterns evolved or changed throughout your recovery journey?

4. What situations or feelings most reliably trigger your avoidance responses in recovery?

5. Are there avoidance patterns you've successfully overcome? What made this possible?

The Psychology of Your Avoidance

1. How does understanding avoidance as a natural fear response rather than a character flaw
affect your relationship with it?
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2. In what ways might your specific addiction history have shaped your particular avoidance
patterns?

3. How do your avoidance patterns interact with each other? For example, does emotional
avoidance intensify interpersonal avoidance?

4. What early warning signs might indicate you're beginning an avoidance pattern before it's fully
established?

5. How might trauma experiences or co-occurring conditions affect your avoidance tendencies?

Developing Your Avoidance Management Strategies

1. What specific strategies have proven most effective for your most challenging avoidance
category?

2. What role does preparation play in your approach to situations you might typically avoid?
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3. How do you balance pushing through avoidance with appropriate self-care?

4. What recovery support resources do you mobilize when facing strong avoidance urges?

5. How might you strengthen your response to the avoidance category you identified as most
challenging?

Building Approach Motivation

1. How has your relationship with discomfort changed throughout your recovery journey?

2. What values or goals help motivate you to face rather than avoid challenging recovery
situations?

3. How do you remind yourself of the costs of avoidance when tempted to sidestep discomfort?

4. What would it look like to view avoidance urges as information rather than directives you must
follow?
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5. How might sharing your avoidance experiences benefit both your own recovery and potentially
help others?

Creating Your Personalized Avoidance Map

For each category, list specific examples from your experience. This helps you recognize the
unigue ways avoidance operates in your life.

Recovery Participation
0 Emotional O Interpersonal OO Growth Opportunity OO Feedback O Internal Work

Lifestyle Integration

Recovery Participation Avoidance

Add Example

Tip: The patterns that remain unrecognized retain the most power to limit recovery. Be as specific
and honest as possible in documenting your avoidance patterns.
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